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READING WELL: THE KEY TO THE CORE
Msgr. Richard M. Liddy

“Taking my own pulse, and watching the students struggle, fail and succeed, I came to a
conclusion that surprised me: The core-curriculum courses jar so many student habits,
violate so many contemporary pieties, and challenge so many forms of laziness that so
far from serving a reactionary function, they are actually the most radical courses in the
undergraduate curriculum.”
David Denby1

One summer day as I was walking across our campus a student caught up with me in front of
Presidents Hall. He had been in one of my classes the previous semester and as we walked along
he said to me: “You know, I just finished Crime and Punishment – I loved it.” I had spoken
about Dostoyevsky‟s classic work the previous semester and given out some excerpts, but
certainly not many students followed up and actually read that great work. This student did. It
would be hard to express the joy I felt as we walked along talking about that book.
On the other hand, there are the many students who find no joy at all in reading. At the
beginning of each semester I hand out a sheet asking the students for basic information about
themselves and I always ask about their “Favorite Books?” Through the years I have gotten the
old standards, To Kill a Mockingbird, Of Mice and Men, Catcher in the Rye, etc.
Occasionally I‟ll even get “the works of Hemingway” or some work of Shakespeare, or
Tolstoy‟s Anna Karenina. Committed Christians sometimes put down the works of C.S. Lewis
or J.R.R. Tolkien. African-American students and occasionally others will include The
Autobiography of Malcolm X or The Color Purple. Mostly I‟ll get the novels of John
Grisham or Danielle Steele or “writings about serial killers.” But, in general, I must admit that
through the years I have been saddened at the numbers of students who leave the question blank
or write “NA” or even “I don‟t like to read.”
And so I have been led to the conviction that we face a serious problem here – a basic
educational problem and, on a deeper level, a human problem. It is a problem of basic literacy
that translates into the lack of a deeper understanding of human life and a broader vision of the
world.
Initially, it is a question of missing out on a good thing. Not having the profound experience of
seeing the world through the eyes of another. Not “understanding” what learning can be. Nor
having the “joy” of reading, a joy that engenders “the love of learning” as in the title of Jean
Leclercq‟s work, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God.2 But fundamentally this lack
constitutes, I believe, a serious cultural problem. In this article I would like to focus on reading
as the key to a general education and the core curriculum. The first part, “Reading Well – the
Skill,” will outline Bernard Lonergan‟s understanding of a general education as the development
of what Jean Piaget called “the assimilative power.” The second part, “Reading Well – the Great
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Books,” will endorse David Denby‟s pitch – in spite of critiques of “the canon” - for including in
the central content of the core curriculum the classics of human culture.

1. “Reading Well – the Skill”
In lectures on the philosophy of education given in 1958 at the University of Cincinnati Bernard
Lonergan linked his own views on a general education to those of the developmental
psychologist, Jean Piaget.3 According to Piaget, human development is the complex process of
moving from initial global operations of low efficiency, through differentiation and
specialization, to the integration of specialized operations. The infant gradually moves from
fumbling around to being able to hold onto things with her hands and to place them in her mouth.
The child moves from being able to stumble across the room by combining the innumerable
skills involved in walking, to being able to group those skills with another group involved in
“turning around” and going back to where he started.
According to Piaget, this process of development, occuring through adaptation to the changing
environment, involves two parts: the “assimilation” of new experiences to already existing
operations; and the “accommodation” or modification of existing operations to deal with new
situations. Assimilation opens one up to new experiences; accommodation refines one‟s abilities
to deal with these new experiences.
Piaget‟s detailed analysis of groups of linked operations and “the grouping of groups” enabled
him to differentiate the types of learning characteristic of children at various levels of
development. In a first “sensorimotor” stage – from birth to about two years - intelligence
develops through sensory experiences and movement. In the “pre-operational stage” – two to
six years - intelligence includes the use of symbols such as pictures and words to represent ideas
and objects. Lonergan describes this stage:
Next there is the insertion of language and symbols into these operations. Here
there are operations of a different kind, operations with words, moving toward a
group of operations with words. Children from two to six cannot carry on a
conversation. If two children of this age are together, they will both be talking,
but they are not talking to one another. Nor can they give an explanation or tell a
story. They have not mastered talking as a group of operations. Piaget is satisfied
that, with concrete operations, the grouping will brusquely emerge by the time the
child is seven or eight years of age....4
In the third stage, the “concrete operational” stage - ages seven to twelve - a person can do
formal or “abstract” mental operations but only against the background of concrete objects,
events or situations. He or she needs to have apples and oranges at hand. At this stage concrete
experiences or representational images are needed in order to learn.
Finally, in the fourth stage, the “formal operational” stage – emerging around the age of eleven
or twelve – the person can begin to think abstractly without actually manipulating concrete
objects. When more adept, the person can test hypotheses. The formal operational thinker can
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generalize from one kind of real object to another and is able to think ahead to plan solution
paths. At this point the person is also capable of “meta-cognition,” that is, thinking about
thinking.
This distinction between immediate and mediate operations has quite a broad
relevance. It sets off the world of immediacy of the infant against the vastly larger
world mediated by meaning. Further, it provides a basis for a distinction between
lower and higher cultures. The lower regards a world mediated by meaning but it
lacks controls over meaning and so easily indulges in magic and myth. The higher
culture develops reflexive techniques that operate on the mediate operations
themselves in an effort to safeguard meaning. So alphabets replace vocal with
visual signs, dictionaries fix the meanings of words, grammars control their
inflections and combinations, logics promote the clarity, coherence, and rigor of
discourse, hermeneutics studies the varying relationships between meaning and
meant, and philosophies explore the more basic differences between worlds
mediated by meaning.5
The point of Piaget‟s analysis is that a person who has reached the level of a formal operational
thinker is able to “concentrate” on an intricate problem in such a way as to arrive at an answer.
She is able to enter into what Lonergan calls “the intellectual pattern of experience” in such a
way as to allow the complexities of the situation into her consciousness. She is able to focus on
an issue for a significant amount of time without falling asleep.
This corresponds with what Simone Weil called “attention” in her famous essay on “The Use of
School Studies in Relation to the Love of God.” In that article Weil emphasized the importance
of growing into this habit of “attention.”
Although people seem to be unaware of it today, the development of the faculty
of attention forms the real object and almost the sole interest of studies. Most
school tasks have a certain intrinsic interest as well, but such an interest is
secondary. All tasks which really call upon the power of attention are interesting
for the same reason and to an almost equal degree.6
Twenty minutes of concentrated, untired attention is infinitely better than three
hours of the kind of frowning application that leads us to say with a sense of duty
done: “I have worked well!” But, in spite of all appearances, it is also far more
difficult.7
But not everyone succeeds in attaining this development. Although Piaget thought that the
concrete operational stage ended at age eleven or twelve, commentators have noted evidence that
many adults remain in this stage throughout their lives.
There is now considerable evidence that these ages are the earliest that this stage
ends and that many adults remain in this stage throughout their lives. Most current
estimates are that from 30 to 60 percent of adults are in the concrete operational
stage (Pintrich, 1990). Thus, many college freshmen are concrete operational
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thinkers; however, the number in engineering is small and is probably less than 10
percent (Pavelich, 1984). Concrete operational thinkers have difficulty in an
engineering curriculum.8
Piaget‟s analysis, therefore, proceeds from the analysis of groups of sensorimotor operations to
the child‟s ability to use imagination, words and language as a medium for dealing with reality
that is not only physically present but also absent – in space and in time. Gradually the person‟s
actions are “mediated” by the meaning of words and language.
As the child learns to speak, he moves out of the world of his immediate
surroundings towards the far larger world revealed through the memories of other
men, through the common sense of community, through the pages of literature,
through the labors of scholars, through the investigations of scientists, through the
experience of saints, through the meditations of philosophers and theologians.9
It is here that Piaget‟s investigations meet Lonergan‟s interest in analyzing our ability to
understand – not only in a rudimentary way but also in a quite developed way. Such
sophisticated understanding and reasoning moves beyond appearances and beyond “what things
feel like.” Even though it seems and feels strange, gradually one can come to the conviction one can accept as true – the fact that the earth is indeed round and people on the antipodes are
not walking “upside down” or “falling off.” One begins to judge, to judge truly and to attain
reality, not on the basis of one‟s spontaneous feelings, but on the basis of the evidence for a true
judgment. To reach such truths one has to “reason.”
Nor does human development stop. In several pages from his Topics in Education Lonergan
analyzes what is called a general or “liberal arts” education by invoking Piaget‟s notion of the
“assimilative power,” that is, the initial adaptation of previously rudimentarily developed skills
to new situations. This assimilation of new experiences is initially global and approximate, but it
is a necessary step on the way to a refined and smooth accommodation of skills to new
experiences. According to Lonergan, a general education is primarily a literary education that
develops one‟s “assimilative power,” that is, one‟s ability to read.
In other words, you are educating, in the sense of developing assimilative power,
by the study of language, by teaching people to read, so that they are able to read
not merely comic books and the titles under the pictures in Life, but anything. If
you spend long hours reading Thucydides and Plato, you do not find much that
has been written since heavy reading. You are in training, and when you sit down
with a book you have not got an irresistible tendency to go to sleep, or to get out
somewhere and move around. There is a development in assimilative power in
the study of languages and literature...10
So a general education consists in exposing young people to the experience of serious reading
that develops their ability to “read” the human person, themselves and the world. The serious
study of languages and literature develop one‟s ability to be open to the vast stretches and
complexities of the human world beyond the world one has been exposed to. Good literature
helps one to “read” this world, if only in an initial and approximate way. One will have the rest
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of one‟s life to refine these perceptions through the refined accommodation of one‟s skills of
understanding.
Although Lonergan basically conceived of a general education as literary, he was also intensely
interested in the development of the modern sciences and in the basic “assimilative power” for
doing modern science, that is, mathematics.11 In fact, he recommended the study of mathematics
in place of the premature study of the natural and social sciences.
Similarly, the study of mathematics rather than natural science, of philosophy and
history rather than the human sciences, are all cases in which you are developing
the assimilative power of the pupil or student, enabling him to do whatever he
may choose to do in any particular field.12
He recounts a personal anecdote concerning his own education and the attempt to teach physics
without having first mastered the mathematics.
Since I am addressing educators, I would like to add a final note. It‟s about
something I suffered from. Teaching physics without the students knowing the
relevant mathematics is not teaching physics. If they know the mathematics, there
is nothing difficult about the physics...the teaching of physics without a proper
account of the fundamental notions - namely, doing the mathematics...gives an
illusion of knowledge, a false idea of what the science is. And it clutters the
mind.13
It is interesting to note that Lonergan felt that a premature specialization in the social sciences
can also “clutter the mind.” With a background in the more general studies of literature, history,
mathematics and philosophy - corresponding to more general questions about the human person
and reality - one can then go on to master the various specialties of human intelligence, the
various natural and human sciences. Without that previous development one's mind can easily
contract into the horizon of one particular specialization.
General education, then, aims primarily at the development of assimilative
power. If a man learns to know man, through the reading of literature and the
study of history, he will have a basis for stepping into the human sciences that is
much more useful perhaps than the study of the human sciences.14
The point here is that the social sciences are to a great extent at the mercy of changing trends and
styles. Overemphasis on such subjects at a young age can “clutter the mind” and interfere with
the development of the student‟s assimilative power.
If he spent all that time studying the human science, what would he know? He
would learn what his professor knew of what the bigger men had figured out five
years ago, ten years ago, fifteen years ago, thirty years ago. By the time he set
about working in the field, he would have something to do to keep abreast; and
ten years later all of his stuff might be out of date. And would he have the
capacity to judge the new, to jump with it or stand against it? If he has had this
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more general development in assimilative power, this more intimate
communication of what it really is to be a man, the development of the human
touch that comes through the traditional classical education or the literary
education as opposed to the scientific education, he would have a basis within
himself that would enable him to judge about men, and not become a crackpot. It
is easy to produce crackpots by premature specialization.15
Later on in Method in Theology Lonergan will analyze various types of specialization, among
them the “field specialization” that focuses on a particular area to be investigated by dividing and
then subdividing the field of relevant data so that the specialist is one who knows “more and
more about less and less.”16 Without the broader viewpoint that comes from the development of
one‟s knowledge of one‟s self and the world, it is easy for such a specialist to become a
“crackpot.” The point of Lonergan‟s distinction of various “functional specializations” in
Method in Theology is that they allow us to know what we are doing as we move from such
specialization to communicating to others the results of our investigations. They also allow us to
begin to penetrate into the basic foundational issues beneath all knowledge: “What is the good of
learning itself?” “What is worth living for? “Hoping for?” “Who are we?”
To do this well, of course, requires the widest development of our assimilative powers.
Ultimately it requires a type of conversion. Such conversion is “a shift in a person‟s center of
gravity. ” It is a move from being caught up in “one‟s own little world” to being interested in
“the world.” It involves allowing one‟s being to be overcome by “the intellectual pattern of
experience,” a conversion from one‟s normal feelings and reference frames to the reference
frames of intelligibility, truth, value and goodness.
What is geometry? To the boy in high school, geometry is what is in the book.
But the experience of studying and doing geometry gradually forces a
transformation of the notion of geometry from „what is in the book‟ to an
intellectual habit that is independent of the book.17
Such conversion eventually leads to a personal philosophy that enables us to discern and critique
the prevalent philosophies of the culture around us – whether those philosophies be explicit or
“implicit” - as in advertising, popular music and soap operas. It allows one to move beyond
one‟s own restricted world, even one‟s own traditional world, to accurately assess the currents,
theories and philosophies of the world around us.
The importance of a theory of philosophic differences is that, if one gets a
sufficient grasp of it, one can read fruitfully all sorts of material without losing
one‟s way. If one is limited in one‟s reading and inspiration exclusively to the
works written by Catholics that have been approved as safe, one is cutting down
enormously one‟s field of study, one‟s sources.18
This “theory of philosophic differences” could be said to be the aim of all Lonergan‟s writings.
It is a development of the assimilative power to a heightened consciousness of what it means to
be a human being and how the various disciplines are related to each other and to the whole of
human knowing.
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II. Reading Well: “Great Books”
In his great book, Great Books, David Denby, film critic for New York magazine, recounts his
experience of taking a year off to retake his core curriculum courses at Columbia University –
courses he had taken thirty years before. As he read through “the great books” again he was
conscious of the academic opposition to this approach. He recounts a conversation he had at one
point in his year of reading with a Professor Siobhan Kilfeather, a young Irish professor opposed
to such a curriculum focused on the “great books.” As she put her objection:
This is very difficult material to be read quickly. It‟s hard to absorb the Iliad at
high speed. They‟re all being asked to make a very real stretch when many of
them can‟t read a modern novel easily. When I taught Lit. Hum people had
substantial difficulties reading the texts; they couldn‟t sort out the information and
handle it: what it meant for books to come from different periods; what it meant
to move from one culture to another. It was water off a duck‟s back…. You‟re
taking things out of context. In literature no argument is ever made in a vacuum.
You water them down to your size.19
While agreeing that a full understanding of any one of these books would require an extensive
background in its historical context, nevertheless Denby reasserts the validity of the great books
program.
But wasn‟t that the greatness of the course – that intelligent but untrained people
hurled themselves at these gigantic works, struggled, made “errors,” read parts of
the books badly, learned something from their teachers and each other? They had
to “stretch.”20
This sounds to me similar to what Lonergan was maintaining through his insistence on the
importance of developing one‟s “assimilative power” through a literary education. This is the
reading of significant texts prior to their more definitive appropriation through refined historical
study. The latter seems to be what Kilfeather is campaigning for. She continues:
Also, when people don‟t have highly developed reading and writing skills, the
pleasure of the writing isn‟t coming through – the pleasure of the sentences isn‟t
coming through. In the end the students were thrown back on their opinions, and
their opinions had nowhere to go.
To this Denby responds by saying that a good teacher can indeed provide sufficient context and
can even introduce students to “the pleasure of sentences.” Without all the contemporary literary
apparatus, these books have been read and passed on down the centuries. What was it in them
that attracted people? Their seriousness? Their “moral seriousness?”21
Again, this was Lonergan‟s point. “Moral seriousness” comes through the great books. That‟s
what came through my young student‟s reading of Crime and Punishment.
This is what
John Haughey was plumping for in his lecture to the Seton Hall faculty on September 9, 2001,
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when he called education the “schooling of the affections” through teachers who love what they
teach. Teachers who love the classics can teach them and communicate something of their
meaning to students who themselves are learning how to love.22 As Denby in his own words
expresses the goal of general education: “Readers! That‟s what undergraduate curricula should
be producing!”
With regard to “the canon,” a list of “great books,” Kilfeather felt that it was “a modern
American invention.” It has not always been fixed and the notion that you could make a
shopping list of great works and be on top of them seems to be some fantasy of control. To this
Denby replies by asking about English, French and Italian secondary schools where students are
required to read many of these books. “Americans, I was afraid, needed lists, particularly at the
end of the twentieth century, or they might not read anything of great value. Later, they could
dispose of lists, and read as they pleased. But when they were young, there was very little in
their culture impelling them to read seriously at all.”23
Later on in his work Denby concludes:
By the end of my year in school, I knew that the culture-ideologues, both left and
right, are largely talking nonsense. Both groups simplify and caricature the
Western tradition. They ignore its ornery and difficult books; they ignore its
actual students, most of whom have been dispossessed. Whether white or black,
Asian, or Latino, American students rarely arrive at college as habitual readers,
which means that few of them have more than a nominal connection to the past.
It is absurd to speak, as does the academic left, of classic Western texts
dominating and silencing everyone but a ruling elite or white males. The vast
majority of white students do not know the intellectual tradition that is allegedly
theirs any better than black or brown ones do. They have not read its books, and
when they do read them, they may respond well, but they will not respond in the
way the academic left supposes. For there is only one “hegemonic discourse”
in the lives of American undergraduates, and that is the mass media. Most
high schools can’t begin to compete against a torrent of imagery and sound
that makes every moment but the present seem quaint, bloodless or dead.24

Conclusion:
I must admit I wince when I hear it trumpeted about that ours is among the top “most wired”
universities. Aside from the double-meaning, it seems to me that this not what Seton Hall should
be bragging about – not if it is to be true to its ancient mission to provide a very good liberal
education in the Catholic tradition for as many students as possible.
And that certainly does not mean just reading “the Catholic classics.” In fact, you cannot even
understand the Catholic classics unless they are understood in the light of the other “great
books.” You cannot understand Augustine of Hippo unless you understand the tradition of Plato.
And you cannot understand Aquinas unless you understand something of the tradition of
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Aristotle. And you cannot appreciate Newman and Hopkins unless you understand 19th century
English culture.
But, I would conclude by saying that the Catholic classics should be read at a Catholic
university. Unless Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, Theresa of Avila, Newman, Hopkins, Edith Stein
and Dorothy Day are privileged “classics” at a Catholic university, it is not living up to its
mission. Classics not in a narrow “canonical” sense but as enduring partners in dialogue with
contemporary culture about what matters most to the human spirit.
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